














students	 to	 be	 inherently	 vulnerable	 and	 in	 need	 of	 therapeutic	 support	 (what	
Katharyn	 Ecclestone	 terms	 a	 ‘therapeutic	 ethos’)	 and	 a	 tendency	 towards	 heavy-
handed	promotion	of	grit	and	resilience	within	character	education.		I	critique	the	
focus	on	educating	for	resilience	as	failing	to	appropriately	reflect	the	socio-political	
nature	 of	 character.	 I	 define	 protective	 epistemic	 character	 traits	 (PECTs)	 as	
epistemic	 character	 traits	 which	 aid	 students	 in	 avoiding,	 limiting	 or	 mitigating	









According	 to	 a	 contemporary	 line	 of	 thought	 reflected	 in	 character	 education,	 the	 character	
development	of	students	should	be	guided	in	ways	which	will	enable	them	to	cope	with	a	range	
of	 challenges	 they	may	 encounter	beyond	 the	 classroom.	Education,	 the	 thought	 goes,	 should	
equip	students	with	the	skills,	capacities	and	resources	that	will	build	their	resilience.		
Resilience	arises	in	part	from	external	conditions	such	as	supportive	environments	and	nurturing	













foul	 of	 Ecclestone’s	 structural	 criticisms:	 it	 fails	 to	 address	 underlying	 structural	 issues	 and	
inequalities	(2004,	p.	129).		
This	paper	develops	existing	critiques	of	education	for	resilience	and	grit	by	arguing	that	there	is	
a	 place	 for	 reflections	 on	 vulnerability	 within	 character	 education.	 To	 illustrate	 this	 I	 focus	
particularly	 on	 the	 relationship	between	epistemic	 character	 and	 the	ways	 in	which	 students	
respond	to	and	learn	from	hostile	climates	in	the	classroom.		
I	 propose	 an	 intermediary	 position:	 an	 approach	 to	 character	 education	 which	 builds	 in	 an	
awareness	and	understanding	of	vulnerability.	Such	an	approach	ought	to	highlight	the	differing	
forms	and	degrees	of	vulnerability	experienced	by	students	and	recognise	ways	that	oppressive	
structures	 and	 systemic	 injustices	 impact	 on	 their	 development	 whilst	 still	 providing	
opportunities	for	positive	character	development	and	individual	agency.	Following	Robin	Dillon’s	



















see	 also	 Seligman,	 2007).	Many	 critics	were	 sceptical	 of	 the	movement’s	 view	 of	 students	 as	
inherently	 vulnerable	 and	 in	 need	 of	 professional	 therapeutic	 support	 in	 dealing	 with	 life’s	
challenges	 (see	 Furedi,	 2003;	 Ecclestone,	 2004,	 2008).	 Educational	 environments	 in	 which	
students	constantly	receive	praise	and	rarely,	if	ever,	experience	genuine	failure,	deprive	them	of	
valuable	opportunities	 to	develop	a	 capacity	 to	deal	productively	with	 frustration	 (Noble	and	
McGrath,	2012,	p.	611).		
A	new	shift,	encapsulated	by	the	Penn	Resiliency	Program	in	the	early	2000s	(see	Freres	et	al.,	


































(ibid.,	 pp.	 521–522).	 Arthur	 et	 al.	 (2016)	 find	 it	 telling	 that	 Duckworth	 suggests	 that	
disadvantaged	or	underprivileged	students	 in	particular	will	need	and	benefit	 from	education	
focused	on	the	development	of	grit.	They	note	that	this	starkly	contrasts	historical	approaches	to	








hostile	discussion	 in	 the	classroom	can	be	valuable	because	 it	 is	 ‘character	building’.	Creating	
classroom	environments	which	are	too	comfortable,	the	argument	goes,	undermines	learning;	it	
denies	 students	 vital	 opportunities	 to	 develop	 skills	 required	 for	 dealing	 properly	 with	
challenging	environments1.	
I	 claim	 that	exposure	 to	hostile	 climates	 in	 the	 classroom	does	not	 straightforwardly	develop	
character	 in	 positive	 and	 beneficial	ways.	 To	 fully	 understand	 the	way	 in	which	 character	 is	







Elena	 is	 in	 a	 discussion-based	 class	 and	 finds	 the	 climate	within	 the	 classroom	 to	 be	
extremely	hostile.	She	faces	constant	hostility,	ridicule	and	belittlement	from	her	peers.	
Her	 contributions	 are	 dismissed	 as	 unintelligent	 or	 irrational	 because	 she	 is	 unfairly	
perceived	not	to	be	knowledgeable	on	the	topic,	and	incapable	of	making	relevant	and	






established	 to	have	 long	 term	negative	effects.	 It	 can	come	 to	damage	how	an	 individual,	 like	
Elena,	sees	herself	and	can	cause	what	Sandra	Bartky	(1990)	called	‘psychological	oppression’:	
the	 internalisation	of	discriminatory	and	prejudicial	 attitudes	which	cast	one	as	 inferior.	As	a	
result,	her	sense	of	and	belief	in	her	own	abilities,	potential	and	worth	may	be	eroded–	she	may	







succeed.	 Furthermore,	 the	 discriminatory	 treatment	 of	 her	 by	 her	 peers	 may	 deny	 her	











may	 vary	 depending	 on	 her	 epistemic	 character.	 If	 she	 is	 intellectually	 courageous	 -	 she	
appropriately	pursues	epistemic	goals	despite	harms	that	may	be	incurred	(Kidd,	2019b)	-	then	
she	is	disposed	not	to	be	perturbed	by	the	hostile	reactions	that	she	encounters.		She	will	be	more	
















For	 example,	 Elena’s	 development	 and	 exercise	 of	 intellectual	 courage	 in	 response	 to	 the	












level.	 For	 this	 student,	 intellectual	 courage	 may	 fail	 to	 be	 protective	 because	 they	 lack	 the	




from	discussion	and	missing	out	on	opportunities	 to	 learn	and	develop	epistemically.	 Instead,	
intellectual	 courage	may	 leave	 them	exhausted	and	drained	with	still	 little	 chance	of	ultimate	
success.		
Likewise,	epistemic	character	traits	which,	on	the	face	of	it	do	not	seem	to	be	protective,	may	be	
protective	 for	 certain	 students	 in	 some	 contexts	 because	 they	 avoid,	 limit	 or	 mitigate	 some	
harm(s).	 I	will	 discuss	 examples	 of	 these	 traits,	 including	 closed-mindedness	 and	 intellectual	
servility,	later.		
































trust	 her	 own	 intellectual	 abilities.	 Although	 she	may	 concede	 to	 some	 of	 the	 challenges	 she	
















For	 the	 reasons	 set	 out	 above,	 intellectual	 perseverance	 and	 intellectual	 courage	 may	 be	
protective	for	Elena.	But	this	may	be	only	at	considerable	cost.	She	may	avoid	and	mitigate	some	



























which	 it	 is	developed.	But	 in	doing	so	 it	 causes	or	makes	students	vulnerable	 to	other	harms.	




requires	 focus	and	determination.	Having	 to	put	 so	much	 time,	energy	and	 focus	 into	making	
repeated	attempts	to	be	taken	seriously	may	prevent	Elena	from	focusing	on	listening	to	others,	







be	 disproportionately	 disadvantaged	 by	 the	 costs	 associated	 with	 developing	 and	 exercising	
PECTs.	
The	second	factor	influencing	students’	responses	to	hostile	climates	in	the	classroom	is	the	way	
in	 which	 the	 trajectory	 of	 their	 epistemic	 character	 development	 is	 directed	 or	 limited	 by	





















cognitive	 effort	 than	 for	 those	who	have	 received	help	 and	 reinforcement	 along	 the	way.	 If	 a	
student’s	general	level	of	intellectual	confidence	has	been	eroded	over	time,	it	is	less	likely	to	be	
well-calibrated	 to	 their	 intellectual	 abilities.	 In	 this	 way,	 oppression	 and	 disadvantage	 can	
function	 as	 a	 force	working	 against	 the	 development	 of	 PECTs	 from	 the	 ‘Believe	 in	 yourself’	
cluster.	
The	same	can	be	said	regarding	PECTs	in	the	‘Battle	on	through’	cluster.	If	a	student	is	not	treated	
by	others	 as	 a	 capable	 knower	 and	participant	 in	 the	 classroom,	 that	 student	 is	 less	 likely	 to	
develop	a	view	of	themselves	as	a	capable	knower	and	participant.	If	they	consider	themselves	to	
be	 someone	 who	 cannot	 achieve	 long	 term	 goals	 because	 they	 lack	 the	 necessary	 skills	 and	
abilities,	they	are	unlikely	to	see	short	term	adversity	and	challenges	to	be	worth	weathering	for	





more	salient	 to	them	and	promote	their	development	 instead.	By	salient,	 I	mean	an	epistemic	











are	 hostile	 towards	 them	 by	 appearing	 to	 conform	 to	 expectations	 and	 keeping	 quiet.	 This	
includes	intellectual	servility,	a	lack	of	pride	in	one’s	intellectual	achievements	resulting	in	feelings	
of	shame	and	a	need	for	approval	from	others	(Tanesini,	2018,	p.	28).	It	is	often	manifested	in	





















and	 challenges	 of	 others.	 Heather	 Battaly	 (2018a)	 questions	whether	 closed-mindedness	 –	 an	
insensitivity	to	relevant	intellectual	alternatives	–	and	dogmatism	can	be	beneficial	for	individuals	
in	 certain	 types	 of	 epistemic	 environments	 –	 particularly	 those	 heavily	 polluted	 with	


















































students.	 For	 some,	 it	 may	 involve	 taking	 on	 significant	 costs	 or	 developing	 their	 epistemic	
character	in	directions	that	do	not	set	them	up	for	success.		
By	incorporating	a	sensitivity	to	context	within	our	approach	to	character	education,	I	propose	a	
middle	 ground	 which	 avoids	 the	 problems	 shared	 by	 therapeutic	 education	 and	 resilience	
education	–	namely	their	failure	to	address	underlying	structural	problems.	Contextualism,	which	
recognises	that	epistemic	character	is	moulded	by	context	and	that	students’	ability	to	respond	
to	 hostile	 classrooms	 by	 developing	 ‘desirable’	 PECTs	 can	 vary,	 will	 build	 a	 recognition	 of	
vulnerability	into	character	education.	Greater	attention	to	the	relationship	between	structural	








of	 courage	 and	perseverance	 (2017),	 closed-mindedness	 and	dogmatism	 (2018b),	 	 and	Tanesini’s	
analysis	of	arrogance	and	haughtiness	(2016)	and	servility	and	timidity	(2018).		
4	For	example,	The	 Jubilee	Centre	 	 for	Character	and	Virtues	(2012,	p.	5)	 lists	courage,	confidence,	
determination,	perseverance	and	resilience	among	the	‘building	blocks	of	character’.		
5 	The	 effects	 of	 stereotype	 threat	 (see	 Steele	 and	 Aronson,	 1995)	 may	 also	 undermine	 the	
development	of	an	 individual’s	confidence	 in	 their	ability	within	a	particular	domain	by	providing	
apparent	evidence	of	lack	of	ability.	
6	See	also	Dillon	(2012)	and	Tessman	(2005)	for	work	on	virtue	under	conditions	of	oppression.		
7 	Kidd	 (2019a,	 p.	 222)	 describes	 education	 as	 ‘corrupting’	 when	 it	 ‘tends	 to	 encourage	 the	
development	and	exercise	of	epistemic	vices’.		
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